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For my mother – for bringing me to Brighton and my father – for the stories.



   
Each to his choice, and I rejoice

The lot has fallen to me

In a fair ground – in a fair ground –

Yea, Sussex by the sea!

Rudyard Kipling




Prologue

Then

Brighton, Thursday, 9 September 1969

‘You bruise like a peach, Harry. I didn’t expect that. Not a tough old bloke like you.’ 

There was a time, Arthur knew, when Robert had feared Harry Trill. Ex-Army, with the tattoos and the medals to prove it. He’d killed a dozen men in service to his country and probably the same again since – in service to something else. 

But Robert wasn’t scared now – hard to be frightened of a half-naked old bloke tied to a chair. Arthur watched Robert adjust his grip on the snooker cue, lift it back over his shoulder and bring it down hard on Harry’s fat, fleshy back. The thin end of the cue made a whipping sound as it travelled through the air. A swish, then a thwack … and a muffled cry. More a whimper than a cry now; Robert’s interrogation of Harry Trill had been going on for a while.

Arthur sat at the opposite end of the games room, a twelve-foot-long snooker table away, operating the record player and wishing he was somewhere else. Robert hadn’t wanted him here either, but orders were orders. 

‘Bob.’ Arthur pushed his black-framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘How about …’

Robert lifted his hand, silencing Arthur mid-sentence. He returned the cue to the rack and took a closer look at Trill’s bare back – examining his work. 

‘See … that last hit he took is bruising up already. Red … and yellow.’ He turned and stared at Arthur. ‘Red and yellow. How’d it go? Pink and green. Purple and orange and … blue.’ Robert got the musical phrasing just right. ‘You remember they used to have us sing that one at school, Art?’ Arthur nodded. ‘Turn the music right down, let’s see if Harry’s got anything else he needs to tell us.’ 

This was Arthur’s job – turning Harry Trill’s expensive radiogram up while he was taking a beating. Turning it down when he was ready to talk. It had taken an hour and several splintered snooker cues, but Harry had talked. He’d said a lot. He’d admitted taking the cash; several thousand pounds he’d skimmed. And the drugs – he’d held his hands up to that too. Then there was the business involving Mr Starley’s wife. He’d asked to speak to Mr Starley in person about that. Apologise. Explain. When that request had been refused, he’d tried another tack. He’d suggested to Robert that he disappear. Leave Brighton and never come back. Robert had enjoyed that.

‘A runner, Harry? Now?’ The old man had nodded. ‘You’d look a bit funny – jogging through Brighton with a chair tied to your arse.’

Harry Trill had told them where the safe was and given them the combination. The last time Robert had removed the gag – Harry’s own canary-yellow socks rolled up into a ball – from Trill’s mouth, the old man had tried begging. Arthur had found that especially hard to listen to. He wondered what else Robert could possibly be hoping to hear. What else did Mr Starley think his business partner knew? But it wasn’t Arthur’s job to wonder. 

‘Turn the bloody singing down, I said …’ 

Arthur turned the volume on the radiogram down until it was little more than a whisper.

‘That’s better.’ Robert pulled the socks from the old man’s mouth and allowed him a couple of deep, lung-filling breaths. Harry’s Brylcreemed hair was a dishevelled mess; he was shivering – cold or scared. Probably both. Robert crouched down and stared hard into Trill’s bloodshot blue eyes. ‘What else you gonna tell me?’

Harry shook his head.

‘I … I’ve told you everything, Bob. I’ve got nothing else.’

‘Shame.’ 




PART I
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Now

Brighton, Thursday, 9 September 2019

Susan Cotton sat in her car, listening to her father’s phone ring out – the third time she’d tried him that morning. Third time unlucky. The message clicked in: ‘This is Arthur Cotton. I’m …’ She hung up.

‘You’re an annoying old git is what you are.’ She could phone the care home and ask them to check his room, but they already had her down as an over-protective pain in the backside, and a pound to a penny his mobile was buzzing away on his bedside table while Arthur was out on another of his endless, seemingly pointless walks. Susan had asked him, begged him almost, to just keep the phone in his jacket pocket; that way he’d have it with him whenever he went out. He’d refused, complaining that it would spoil the line of the suit.

‘It’s called a mobile for a reason, Dad. How can we stay in touch if you don’t keep it with you?’

‘We can’t. And that’s no bad thing. Not for my self-respect or your mental health. You worry too much.’

‘Right, but what if …’

The what-if question went unasked. Neither father nor daughter wanted to go there. Arthur’s dementia was in its early stages, its progress was slow … but it was steady. The what-ifs would arrive soon enough. 

Susan checked the dash; the clock showed 7.45 a.m. Her first client of the day, Mrs Evers, was expecting her at eight. As one of the few fully trained nurses on Shoreside Care’s books, most of her days were busy, but this one particularly so. There was nothing she could do about Arthur right now. She’d talk to him about it again later – another conversation or, more likely, another row.

Arthur Cotton had other things on his mind. That bulky-looking item washed up down at the shoreline, for one thing. At first sight and from that distance you might have guessed it was driftwood. An old tree trunk or telegraph pole rubbed smooth by the sea and bleached white by the weather lying there on the shingle. But that wasn’t Arthur’s guess. He glanced to his left, at the shuttered entrance to the Palace Pier. Either the opening hours had changed or he’d got his timings wrong. Most likely the latter. The sandwich board on the concourse in front of the pier said the place wouldn’t open for another couple of hours.

‘Might as well go see what this bollocks is all about.’

He buttoned up his camel-hair coat against the chill wind, then set off down the steps alongside the pier, holding the wooden handrail with one hand and gripping his walking stick with the other. At the bottom, once the promenade stopped and the fat-pebbled beach began, you could smell it. He shook his head. ‘Not good.’ There were half a dozen policemen standing down near the shoreline. One or two were gazing at the washed-up object, most were looking away. The officer in charge was holding a blue spotted handkerchief over his mouth and nose. They’d given the most junior copper – bumfluff on his face and a freshly pressed uniform – the job of keeping the crowd back. Not that there was much of a crowd; it was too early, the milky-coloured autumn sun barely visible on the grey horizon. The small gathering of early risers included a couple of fluorescent-clad joggers who’d interrupted their run to take a look and a few members of the Brighton Swimming Club in branded swim hats and long towelling robes. The group were chatting amongst themselves, trying to make some sense of what it was they were looking at.

‘Maybe it’s a shark or some kind of seal? I read about a few of those beaching themselves up the coast in Kent.’ 

Heads nodded.

‘In that case they should really try and pull it back out to sea, past where the waves are breaking.’ 

More nodding. A problem had been posed and now a plan was emerging. One of the swimmers mentioned the nearby coastguard’s hut. Someone else knew where the fishermen stored their ropes. Arthur cleared his throat, then spoke.

‘It’s way too late for that.’ 

Few people paid much attention to anything Arthur said these days. He’d joined the ranks of the easily ignored old people. But there was something authoritative about this intervention. The group turned towards him. One of the joggers spoke.

‘You think it’s already dead?’

‘He. Not it. And he’s dead alright. Even if he wasn’t, dragging him back out to sea wouldn’t do much good. They’ve taken his arms off … and his head.’ 

‘You’re joking. It’s … a person?’

‘Was a person. A man.’

‘Why would anyone’ – the jogger pointed in the direction of the body – ‘do that?’

‘To make him harder to identify would be my guess …’ Arthur hesitated. He was remembering something. Something significant. ‘Belt and braces. That’s what he told me.’

The old fellow was rambling now. The group turned back towards the shoreline, keen to see something that might prove Arthur’s grisly appraisal wrong. No such luck. A female officer had arrived carrying a roll of yellow plastic and she and a colleague were unfurling it, pulling it across the waxy white form. 

The wind off the English Channel was blowing more strongly now and the officer with the polka-dot handkerchief ordered his team to locate some large stones or driftwood heavy enough to hold the yellow plastic sheet in place. Arthur heard sirens in the distance. Soon there’d be a proper cordon in place, one of those white marquees would go up and a lot of forensics people would arrive – it was going to be a right old circus. He doubted there’d be any more jogging or sea swimming for a while. Especially the swimming. He wouldn’t stay and watch. He needed to find a bench and sit down; get his notebook out. This was how it worked – if you remembered something important you had to stop what you were doing and try to concentrate. Remember it as well as you could and write it down, before it slipped away, back into the fog. And this memory felt particularly important. Something to do with the man’s missing arms. 

‘Tattoos.’ Arthur was talking again. But no one was listening.

Susan got her meds kit, a small roll-along suitcase, from the passenger seat and climbed out of the car, slamming the door hard behind her. The last little prang – an altercation with a concrete bollard in the Tesco’s car park – had put a dent in that underneathy bit near the door frame. She had to remember to bump the car door shut with her backside, or else the door wouldn’t close and the battery would run down. This had happened often enough that her friend Marcia had bought her a set of jump leads.

Susan liked Furze Croft and most of the half-dozen elderly men and women she looked after who lived here. There was just one awkward bugger. At the front door of the block she stopped and checked her reflection in the dark glass. The Shoreside Care branded tunic could have used an iron, but other than that she looked okay. Her make-up was more or less in the right place and her blonde hair looked clean. She tucked a few loose strands back behind her ear. She liked to look presentable for Jean Evers, who never opened her flat door appearing anything less than immaculate. Susan jangled her way through her embarrassingly large collection of keys until she found the one with the purple plastic fob: fuchsia for Furze. The key was new; there’d been a burglary recently and the ever-vigilant residents’ committee had decided to change the locks. She let herself in. Built in the 1930s and well maintained since, Furze Croft was all polished walnut panelling and shiny brass fixtures. The lobby was a rather grand, high-ceilinged affair, with mirrored walls, two marble columns and red leather banquettes around the side. Sitting wide-legged on one of these banquettes was a thuggish-looking young man wearing a dark tracksuit and white Adidas trainers. He sat staring at her and smiling. Susan realised he’d been watching her while she was fixing her hair and checking her reflection in the glass. Something about this had clearly amused him. She walked on towards the lifts, nodding at him as she went by.

‘Good morning.’ 

‘Alright.’ 

Still the grin. Susan had seen this boy before. He and an older, dark-haired man had been hanging around outside one of the other blocks where she worked. She’d sensed something odd about the boy’s appearance then, and she saw it properly now. The ink-black pupil in his right eye had split and spread, like the broken yolk in a fried egg. She stopped. 

‘Are you … waiting for someone?’

‘I was.’

Susan hesitated. Confused. ‘But … you’re not now?’

‘Well, you’re here now. Ain’t you?’

Arthur walked as far as the old bandstand, collecting his thoughts as he went. The sky out to the west was brightening with the early morning sea mist and cloud lifting. He chose a bench close to the bandstand, sat and stared out at the long horizon line. The giant wind turbines were still shrouded in mist, but he could see their red warning lights blinking in the grey. The young lady at the Memory Clinic had told Arthur to treat this remembering business like a game. She told him about one of her other clients, who liked to pretend she was out in the Sussex countryside, standing in a field of wildflowers. There were butterflies floating by and she was catching them with a huge billowing net. Each of these bright, colourful butterflies signified a memory. 

‘Lucky cow.’ Arthur sighed. He took his glasses off, closed his eyes and tried to better recall the events of a night long, long ago. No bright, butterfly-like memories, these. But he needed to gather them nonetheless.





2

Then

Thursday, 9 September 1969

Robert forced Harry Trill’s mouth open with one hand and pushed the balled-up socks back down his throat with the other. The old man gagged and made snorting sounds as he tried desperately to draw a full breath through his snot-filled nose. Robert took a new cue from the rack and examined the tip. ‘You’re under-chalking these snooker cues of yours, Harry. Makes no odds to me, but as a point of interest …’ He looked across at Arthur. ‘Music, maestro, please.’ 

Arthur turned the record player back up – obedient as always. Harry’s record collection was not to Robert’s liking. Too much Deutsche Grammophon and not enough jazz. The only LP to pass muster was Songs for Swingin’ Lovers! Arthur had lost count of how many times he’d had to listen to that record that night. The curved tone arm moved, the needle dropped and found the groove, there was a brief crackle, then the strings and the brass and Sinatra himself. Arthur wished Robert would let him leave, order him upstairs to check the combination of the safe or outside to wait in the Daimler. Anything but stay in that room. He didn’t. He couldn’t. Mr Starley’s orders were that Arthur stay, that he watch, although their boss had put it rather more colourfully than that. 

Robert beat Harry Trill systematically. Methodically. When the music finished, he had Arthur turn the record over again. He kept at it for another quarter of an hour, but to no effect. Harry had nothing else to say. The old man was barely moving now; he sat slumped as low in the chair as the ropes would allow, barely breathing. Arthur sensed that his friend was getting bored. Robert checked his watch, then walked over and put the snooker cue back on the rack, like a man clocking off from work. He picked up his suit jacket from the green baize table, gave it a shake and strode over to see Arthur.

‘I’ll go and check the combination Harry’s given us is kosher. If it is, you can go up and empty the safe … You stay here and watch him.’ 

He put his double-breasted jacket back on and adjusted the cuffs. Several members of the gang had bought similar suits after Bonnie and Clyde came out, but it was only Robert who’d really managed to pull off the Warren Beatty look that every likely lad in Brighton was after. The others had bought off the peg, Robert’s was tailor-made in London and cost fourteen guineas. Arthur had accompanied his friend on the hour-long train ride up to the capital for the fittings and eventually to pick the suit up. They’d made a day of it. When he told Mary about all the clubs and hot spots they’d visited even she was jealous, and she went up there all the time.

Harry Trill had his safe hidden at the top of the house in the master bedroom. Arthur heard the stairs creak under Robert’s heavy tread as he ascended. He’d been out of the room less than a minute when Harry roused himself and started making noises – mumbling as loudly as the balled-up socks in his mouth would allow and twisting around in the chair; twisting his old half-naked frame so vigorously that the chair started to move, its legs scraping on the wooden floor. Arthur tried ignoring him, pretending nothing was happening. Until the noise made that impossible. He glanced across and Trill was staring straight at him. Eyes fixed on Arthur’s. An imploring look on his tear-stained face. 

Arthur didn’t know exactly why he decided to remove the gag from Harry’s mouth. Out of kindness? In part perhaps, but it wasn’t only that. Curiosity was closer to the truth, but not the whole truth either. 

Ungagged, Harry didn’t shout out or try to beg or bargain as Arthur expected. He took a single deep breath and then he whispered. Arthur had to move close to the old man’s bloodied face to hear. At first the handful of words he was whispering made no sense. But then he repeated them, and they did.

‘Wh-why are you telling me this?’ 

Harry smiled and jutted his chin in the direction of the door Robert had left by.

‘Cos you’re not him. You’re not like any of them. Us, I should say. Not yet, anyway.’ 

By the time Robert returned, the gag was back in Harry Trill’s mouth. The room was quiet. Robert looked around a little suspiciously, then at Arthur.

‘The safe opens just fine, we’re good as done.’ He turned to Trill. ‘Harry, you’ve been the perfect host but now we need to say our goodbyes.’

Robert killed Harry Trill quickly. He put his large hands around the old man’s neck and simply pressed the life out of him. Arthur watched Harry struggle, his legs kicking against the chair, fighting instinctively against strangulation. Arthur watched because their boss, Mr Starley, had ordered it that way: ‘We need to dip young Arthur’s hands in the blood.’ Those were the words he’d used. Once it was done, Robert turned to Arthur.

‘You go and empty the safe. Just empty it, don’t start reading this or that. Remember what I said: the less you know, the longer you live. I’ll tidy up in here, and then we can go and grant Harry that last request of his. He can disappear …’ He lifted the dead man’s arm, then let it flop. ‘I just need to make sure it’s done properly. Belt and braces.’ He saw the colour leave Arthur’s face. ‘Don’t worry, Kenny Pitts and me will take care of all that. You’ve done what Starley wanted, seen what he wanted you to see. That’ll be an end to it. Your first job and your last. I’ll make sure of that.’

Arthur nodded. He was halfway out the door when Robert spoke again. 

‘But Art …’ Arthur turned to face his friend. ‘You’re in now. Properly in.’ 

Arthur nodded again. It was true. Truer than even Robert knew.
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